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Hawking CDs on the Street, Swindlers Find
Being Pushy and Persistent Pays
Sept. 11, 2015

Do you like hip-hop?

Do you like reggae?

Does anyone care? Because before you even answer, the disc is probably in your hand and now you
own it. It is time to pay.

Meet — and you might already have — the “CD guys” of New York City. Perhaps, in their earliest
incarnation, they may have been struggling musicians trying to get noticed, handing out CDs with
their contact information, hoping for a break.

Today’s CD guys are mostly hucksters and hustlers, scam artists and worse, according to the police
and accounts of recent incidents in Greenwich Village. The CD guys operate all over town, but they
are getting the same increased scrutiny as the costumed characters and desnudas working for tips in
Times Square.

The Police Department’s grand larceny division is investigating a pattern of aggressive panhandling
south of 59th Street. The police said they have arrested 36 people for CD-related panhandling in the
last 28 days.

On Sunday at 3:10 p.m., CD guys approached two New York University students at Broadway and
East 10th Street, just across from the Gothic revival landmark Grace Church. CDs and words were
exchanged, and the two students declined to pay. They quickly found themselves surrounded.

What followed was what John Beckman, a spokesman for N.Y.U., called “a laying-on of the hands.”
One student was relieved of $35; the other, $2. Both reported the incident to the university police,
which issued a campuswide email alert this week.
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“It elevated from a quality-of-life-slash-scam kind of activity to a robbery,” Mr. Beckman said. “What
I’d call a strong-arm or coercive robbery.”

A visit by a reporter to Broadway on Wednesday showed a thriving CD trade. About five young men
walked north from Astor Place and carried CDs in plastic sleeves with faded labels photocopied many
times over. One reached out and playfully grabbed a young woman by the wrist. She pulled free, but
grinned.

The group then approached two teens. One shook his head, but the other did not, and wound up
shelling out a few dollars. The men moved on, and the teens paused for a reporter’s questions.

The one who had declined a CD was named Skylar, 15. “My friend’s from uptown,” he said, “and he
basically doesn’t know how to say no.”

His friend, Devon, 15, was skeptical of his new possession. “Sometimes it’s just malware you get on
your computer,” he said, seeming to borrow from a plot in the hacker drama “Mr. Robot.”

The following day, three men were walking together with CDs. They recoiled when a reporter
approached and asked about their music and musical backgrounds. Answers were brief.

“Hip-hop,” one said.

They were asked about the “laying-on of the hands” on Sunday.

“Ain’t us,” one said.

The conversation, such as it was, turned back to music. Could a reporter have a CD or two to bring
back to the newsroom and write about?

No, the men said. They walked away.

“There are thousands of guys out here with CDs,” one said.

Nonetheless, they kept working, walking up and down Broadway. They paused once to duck into the
liquor store near Astor and later emerged with small bottles. They told one passer-by they needed
money to fund a video. They stopped a young man and his father at Wanamaker Place and sold
them two CDs for $10 each.

The father and son walked a block south, smiling. Their smiles grew when they were approached
moments later by a reporter who asked about the encounter.

“We’re from Holland,” the father, Sido, 58, said. “We’re having a very strange afternoon!”

His son, Rory, 27, described the exchange. “They said, ‘We want to get on the radio. We want to be
No. 1.’ ”

His father said, “It was all very smooth.” He shrugged about the money. “We don’t want any trouble.”



They agreed to do what the CD guys would not: sell a reporter a CD. Its title was difficult to make out
but appeared to be “Suckas Neva Play Me.”

When the CD was inserted into a car stereo, it made some clicking and whirring noises, and the
stereo display showed what might have been the album’s first review. “Bad Disc.”

It was next inserted into a laptop computer, which displayed a more specific assessment — one that
would have been unheard of to the fledgling artists who used to sell their music on the streets. “You
inserted a blank CD.”
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